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A new database aims to foster partnerships among scientists in the developed and developing 
world and to coordinate science-based activities to help solve some of the big challenges that the 
developing world faces.This week the New York Academy of Sci-
ences in partnership with many scientific 
and global health organizations—including 
the American Society for Cell Biology, the 
Academy of Sciences for the Develop-
ing World, the Earth Institute at Columbia 
University, the Pasteur Institute, and many 
others—is launching the first step in a new 
initiative called Scientists Without Borders 
(http://www.nyas.org/programs/borders.
asp). Like Doctors Without Borders and 
Engineers Without Borders, the goal of Sci-
entists Without Borders is to improve qual-
ity of life in the developing world. However, 
unlike these project-based organizations, 
Scientists Without Borders is planning 
to build a virtual community 
that will connect and coordi-
nate science-based activities 
worldwide so that scientists 
and institutions working in key 
research areas connected with 
health, agriculture, energy, and 
the environment can share 
everything from expertise and equipment 
to specimens and transportation. The ini-
tiative will accomplish this task through an 
interactive website, with a database as its 
cornerstone. Initially, Scientists Without 
Borders will concentrate on developing 
connections to and within sub-Saharan 
Africa, with help from partners such as the 
African Centre for Technology Studies, the 
Information Training and Outreach Centre 
in South Africa, SciDevNet, and the Uni-
versity of Ghana. Founded with a $300,000 
seed grant from the Merck Foundation, 
Scientists Without Borders has now raised 
more than one million dollars from many 
sources including pharmaceutical compa-
nies such as Johnson & Johnson, Glaxo-
SmithKline, Novo Nordisk, and Pfizer.
The Scientists Without Borders data-
base (http://scientistswithoutborders.nyas.
org) is designed to facilitate network 
building that currently depends on per-
sonal contacts or literature searches. 
For scientists in the developed world, 
identifying collaborators in develop-
ing countries can take weeks of phone 
calls and e-mails. “The multiplicity of 
programs and needs just doesn’t have 
a place to meet,” says Adel Mahmoud 
of the Woodrow Wilson School of Pub-
lic and International Affairs at Princeton 
University and a member of the Scien-
tists Without Borders advisory council. 
The new database “is an attractive plat-
form from that point of view,” he says. 
The site has the potential to foster not 
only “north-south partnerships, but also 
south-south partnerships,” says fellow 
advisory council member Peter Hotez, 
President of the Sabin Vaccine Institute. 
Alice Dautry, Director General of the 
Pasteur Institute and also an advisory 
council member, says “having a tool that 
would help people find partners that are 
complementary when they need it could 
really be of great use, especially in places 
where there is not so much information 
about whatever is going on, including in 
neighboring countries.” And Mohamed 
H.A. Hassan, Executive Director of the 
Academy of Sciences for the Develop-
ing World and another advisory council 
member, emphasizes that “many of the 
countries in Africa—the least developed 
countries—have a good number of world-
class scientists who now work and live 
in other countries. Such a website may 
facilitate the linkages between the scien-
tific communities in those countries and 
the diaspora scientists.”
Like other networking websites such 
as LinkedIn, the Scientists Without Bor-
ders database allows users to register 
and fill out a profile with information such 
as goals, academic degrees, a biogra-
phy, publications, practical skills, and 
experience. In addition, members can 
list resources: those that they need and 
those that they are offering. For exam-
ple, the Noguchi Memorial Institute for 
Medical Research in Ghana lists a DNA 
sequencer, PCR machines, and bacteriol-
ogists as available resources; meanwhile, 
the Kenyan Retinoblastoma Strategy 
(a project run by Toronto’s Hospital for 
Sick Children to help diagnose and treat 
pediatric retinal tumors) lists a microtome 
and an automobile as resources it needs. 
Microbiologist Fitnat Yildiz at the Univer-
sity of California, Santa Cruz has posted 
a request for stool samples 
from cholera patients and for 
environmental samples from 
endemic areas. Yildiz wants 
to test whether agents that 
block the ability of a labora-
tory strain of Vibrio cholerae 
to form biofilms act similarly 
on natural isolates of this bacterial patho-
gen. And it is not only principal investiga-
tors of research labs who are using the 
database—for example, chemistry grad-
uate student Margaret Mkambankhani 
at the University of Malawi, who studies 
amino acids in tuber crops, needs access 
to equipment such as a HPLC machine 
and an amino acid analyzer.
Profiles can be registered by insti-
tutions, projects, or individuals and 
members can view profiles and send 
e-mails through the site (although e-mail 
addresses are protected). Why anyone 
needs a database like this is “a very easy 
question to answer,” says Seth Berkley, 
President and CEO of the International 
AIDS Vaccine Initiative and an advisory 
council member. “The harder question 
is: Will it work?” The site’s success will 
depend upon how many people register 
and the quality of the information they 
provide, he emphasizes. “The initial step 
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says Dautry. “People tend to be busy 
with other things. But I understand that 
[the site] is user friendly and not so dif-
ficult…Once it gets going, it will snow-
ball.” In the four months since the site 
began registration and with very little 
publicity, hundreds of individuals and 
more than 60 projects and 100 organiza-
tions have created profiles, says Scien-
tists Without Borders Executive Director 
Evelyn Strauss. Hassan says that numer-
ous parties will benefit from the website. 
“This matching of the supply and demand 
can help a lot in creating these linkages 
and partnerships between countries and 
institutions and individuals. But hope-
fully the people who are going to benefit 
the most from such interactions would 
be those people who work and live in the 
science- and technology-lagging coun-
tries, those who are really isolated.” The 
Academy of Sciences for the Developing 
World has identified 80 such countries, 
Hassan says, and it is distributing infor-
mation about the website to all of its net-
works in those countries. “I’m very opti-
mistic that we will get a good number of 
institutions and individuals to register.”
Members who want to find a match 
can use the search function to identify 
profiles based on geographic loca-
tion, area of expertise, and whether 
resources are needed or available. The 
search engine is “pretty smart,” says 
Strauss. For example, she says, some-
one who searches for a “teacher” will 
bring up profiles that have “instructor” 
or “instruction” in the description. The 
fields in the database allow users to 
type in the terms that they want, and 
the search engine can be customized to 
accommodate scientific terms.
The database’s design grew out of 
Strauss’s discussions with research-
ers, project leaders, and organization 
heads. “I interviewed dozens of people 
in the developing world and in the devel-
oped world, saying what do you think 
of this idea in general? How would you 
use such a site?” she says. “And I tried 
to translate people’s answers into site 
content and functionality.” For exam-
ple, those conversations prompted 
Strauss to add a field to the database 560 Cell 133, May 16, 2008 ©2008 Elsevier Icalled “Lessons Learned” where mem-
bers can discuss their experiences, 
thus improving efficiency and prevent-
ing duplication of effort.
On a trip to the West African nation 
of Ghana, Strauss realized the practical 
challenges that the new database would 
face. Internet connections in Africa can 
be excruciatingly slow—a webpage might 
take nearly an hour to load, compared to 
just a couple of seconds in regions with a 
high-bandwidth connection. To alleviate 
that problem, Scientists Without Borders 
has created a low-bandwidth version of the 
website without a lot of images and other 
features that would slow it down. Also, 
frequent power outages in the developing 
world interrupt computer usage, so web-
based tasks often cannot be completed in 
one sitting. Hence, database registration 
forms will allow users to save their infor-
mation after each page. Information can 
be entered by e-mail, and the Scientists 
Without Borders team is also developing 
a way to access the database via mobile 
phones. Although not everyone has reli-
able access to a computer in the develop-
ing world, cell phone use is widespread.
The high-bandwidth version incorpo-
rates features designed to give members 
a visual representation of the Scien-
tists Without Borders community. A link 
called “Globe Trekker” overlays profile 
information on a Google map, showing 
the geographical location of individuals, 
projects, and organizations. Members 
will be able to home in on a particular 
area of the world and obtain a snapshot 
of resource needs and availability there.
Although Scientists Without Borders 
has not done any formal marketing, 
news of the site is spreading by word-of-
mouth. When the site goes live this week, 
it will include a feature familiar to users 
of social networking sites like LinkedIn, 
where members can send invitations to 
others to join and then that connection 
will be visible on the new user’s profile. 
“We’re asking everyone who is involved 
to reach out to their constituents and 
their contacts,” Strauss says. Scientists 
without Borders “belongs to the commu-
nity. That’s who will use it and that’s who 
is creating its content.” In the short term, nc.“success is going to be hearing about 
connections that were made through the 
site that would not have been made oth-
erwise,” says Strauss. In the long term, 
Scientists Without Borders might pro-
vide a way for multiple diverse organiza-
tions to join forces.
In the area of global health, Mahmoud 
says the database has the potential to 
change how initiatives are proposed and 
funded. “The whole culture works on the 
assumption that what I’m proposing has 
never been done before, and I’m the only 
one who can do it,” he says. “The funder 
wants to say: I am doing something 
unique.” He hopes that the database will 
encourage funders to see that there is 
no single solution and that it will take a 
multitude of complementary solutions to 
help solve the most urgent problems of 
the developing world.
According to Hassan, the Academy of 
Sciences for the Developing World has 
collected more than 300 case studies of 
successful and innovative applications of 
science and technology to real-world prob-
lems in developing countries. “It would be 
very useful for those institutions…to reg-
ister in this website and show their case 
studies and successful experiences,” he 
says. “This will be of great benefit, not only 
in terms of south-south cooperation but 
also north-south cooperation, because 
some of our colleagues in the north may 
also need to know who are the best scien-
tists in the south, what are the best proj-
ects, what are the success stories in the 
south.” Strauss echoes Hassan’s view that 
scientists in both developed and devel-
oping countries will benefit from the Sci-
entists Without Borders database. Says 
Strauss, “In addition to advancing their 
own research—by gathering samples or 
developing new collaborations—scientists 
in the developed world can use their spe-
cialized expertise to connect with people 
across the world. Teaching is one obvious 
thing to do, but even people who don’t 
want to leave home could make a signifi-
cant difference by editing one manuscript 
a year or mentoring a graduate student. 
The opportunity to contribute to the global 
scientific community in this way is unusual 
and could be extremely gratifying.”
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